The idea that mobile, 'portable' groupings should be considered genuine communities, the site of the formation of authentic social bonds, has been widely debated and contested, particularly as such groupings take new shape and form. This article delineates key concepts which can be used to bring these discussions into greater focus, providing a recommended vocabulary for conceptualising mobile and online connections and communities. It also provides an overview of key types of technologically generated communities. Finally, it discusses some of the sociological implications of mobile technology, including the rise in personal availability and societal cohesion, attendant risks and dangers, and the extent to which social interaction has become increasingly harnessed or controlled.
Introduction
In 1893, long before the age of internet and mobile connectedness, Emile Durkheim asked, "What are the bonds which unite men with one another?" (1984 [1893] , p.43). Now, of course, it is an even more difficult question to answer. Social bonds, groups, and communities multiply in number and complexity with each innovation in communication technology, complicating (if not thwarting) our attempts to understand and conceptualise them. It is as though the bits and pieces of our social structure are shifting, near-continuously, beneath our very feet.
Certainly, the social structure has become a highly mobile one, as social connections and groupings have been lifted from their physical tetherings. Though face-to-face interaction continues to remain important in everyday life and is indispensable to many of our most critical social tasks (mating, parenting), it has become more optional to others (working, learning, befriending others). Now, if you have the technology and know how to use it, you can bring your 'portable' community with you wherever you go -and access networks of interpersonal connections anytime and anyplace, with a quick click of a mouse or touch of a keypad.
This paper examines how mobility and portability have influenced social interaction and groupings and the larger society as well, focusing on communities and social bonds. First, it offers suggested definitions for key elements of social structure and ways of envisioning these often abstract phenomena. Next, it presents an overview of some of the most important types of online and mobile communities. Finally, it discusses some of the sociological implications of living within and among them, including the rise in personal availability, societal cohesion, risks and dangers, and the extent to which social interaction has become increasingly controlled or harnessed. As our social structure continues to shift, change, and rearrange itself, it becomes ever more important to lay a strong conceptual foundation for understanding these changes. I hope to provide at least a few bricks for this foundation here.
Defining and envisioning aspects of social structure
In this section of the paper I delineate relevant components of social structure that currently require better and more precise definition and elaboration, and give justification for recommending particular conceptualisations. In order to do so, the following criteria were used: the newly proposed definitions must be short, clear and readable (and thus able to inform members of both an academic and non-academic audience), accurate and up-to-date (representing as best as possible what is known about the phenomenon at this time), and have broad usefulness and applicability. In the development of these definitions, the following depictions of social bonding and grouping were consulted, considered and synthesised: Wellman, 1979; 2001, esp. pp.227-228; Wellman et al., 1996; Porter, 2004; White, 2005; Jones and Rafaeli, 2000; Markus, 2002; Preece, 2000; Cerulo and Ruane, 1998; Chayko, 1993; Zerubavel, 1993; Rheingold, 2000; 2002, pp.56-58; Castells, 1996; Jones, 1995; Couch, 1992; Anderson, 1983; Burt, 1980; Tajfel, 1981; Caughey, 1984; Hillery, 1955; Durkheim, 1984 Durkheim, [1893 ; Tonnies, 1963 Tonnies, [1887 ; www.wordnet.princeton.edu, www.uaaalaska.online.edu, www.cs.bris.ac.uk, and www.mobilecommunitydesign.com.
Key elements of social structure
• Social tie or connection -Any link between two people, whether generated face-to-face or via a technology, whether relatively ephemeral or longer-lasting, that has meaning for the individuals involved and can provide a pathway along which information, influence, emotional intensity and sociability can flow.
• Social bond -A social connection of considerable strength, durability and emotional intensity. Technologies are always involved to some extent in the maintenance of a social bond.
• Social network -A set of linked individuals whose patterns of connectedness form a channel through which information, influence, emotional intensity and sociability can be measured and charted.
• Group -A densely knit, tightly bounded network of individuals who share some specific interests and norms, social interaction and a common identity. This interaction can take place face-to-face or via online or mobile technology.
• Community -An enduring but rather loosely knit and bounded network of linked individuals, some of whom are closely bonded while many others may be more weakly tied, who share social interests and norms, social interaction and a common identity, and provide sociability, support, information and a sense of belonging for one another. Technologies are always involved to some extent in the sustained life of a community.
• Public -A large cluster of people with some demographic or interest-based commonality, who may never interact, forge social bonds or see themselves as a community (although they may do these things as well), but who have been externally identified as a consequential social unit and have some form of influence on that society.
Ways to envision technologically generated social structure
• Virtual -Social exchange or environment facilitated in computer-supported, as opposed to face-to-face, activity. Not recommended, as it is often taken to mean 'illusory', 'imaginary', 'almost real' or 'not real'.
• Sociomental -Social exchange or environment in which people derive a sense of togetherness by being mentally oriented towards and engaged with one another. Requires some degree of technological facilitation, whether electronic or print-based. A viable alternative to 'virtual' in describing communities and connections at-a-distance, avoiding the 'less than real' implications of the term 'virtual'. Especially recommended to describe dyadic connections and bonds generated in the use of some technology (e.g. sociomental connection or sociomental bond), as the term captures their genuine social and cognitive qualities and sidesteps both the 'unreal' implications of a 'virtual bond' and the awkward, less descriptive 'mobile bond' or 'portable bond'.
• Mobile or portable -Social exchange or environment that can be easily accessed and conveniently transported from place to place, as by a cell phone, handheld Personal Data Assistant (PDA) or small wireless computer. Recommended to describe groupings of people connected in this way; less useful in describing dyadic connections. 'Portable' seems especially evocative as it highlights the ability of people to 'bring' their communities and community members with them wherever they go.
Types of technologically generated communities
Community, among the most sociological of all concepts (Wolfe, 1989) , has also been among the most contested in recent decades by scholars and practitioners in a number of disciplines, including sociology, communication, computer science and cognitive science (see Porter, 2004; Komito, 1998) . Now frequently technologically generated and sustained, taking numerous shapes and forms, both synchronous (chat rooms, instant messaging, text messaging) and asynchronous (message boards, discussion groups, list-servs, blogs, wikis, etc.), community has become fully mobile, accessible by mobile phones and hand-held devices. Following the above schema, I propose we refer to such groupings as sociomental, mobile or portable communities, rather than 'virtual community', for in them, members are mentally oriented towards and engaged with one another in an authentic and meaningful way, their interaction at least partially mediated by technologies which are easily transported (see also Loi and Cereijo Roibas (2007) , this issue, on nomadic communities, or groups of people who perform tasks and share multimedia contact while 'on the move').
Even in face-to-face communities, of course, members are often physically distant from one another. At its essence, then, a community is essentially a mental, not a physical, construct (see Chayko, 2002) . Here I present an overview of communities which have become mobile, portable, staples, drawing from and in some cases synthesising certain aspects of relevant typologies, while not claiming that this list is either collectively exhaustive nor the items on it mutually exclusive (Porter, 2004; Dholakia et al., 2004; Burnett, 2000) .
• Discussion-oriented communities These communities are generally organised around a particular interest which can be nearly any topic from politics to entertainment to religion. Members gather to talk about their common interest(s), though, as in most categories here, conversation can often range widely from topic to topic. Communities can be carefully supervised and moderated, or unmoderated. Examples: ivillage.com, slashdot.com, soapzone.com.
• Support communities Similar to discussion-oriented communities, these groupings are organised specifically to provide support for people facing a particular difficulty, which might be medical, financial, social, etc. Subcultures that are socially marginalised or threatened, or have the need to gather on that basis, may form a community to discuss some issue they have in common and find that the support they give one another becomes the community's primary function. Examples: thewellnesscommunity.org, comeunity.com, planetout.com.
• Blogs Blogs can take the form of a person's individual, web-based community journal (weblog) or mobile community-based journal (moblog), a group journal, or even a ring of connected journals. Many include pictures and a set of hyperlinks to other blogs or websites that an individual or group considers interesting or important (they can even consist entirely of such links), and/or a talk-back feature by which readers can comment on the blog. These help create and reinforce the community. Examples: crookedtimber.org, blogstreet.com, textamerica.com (for moblogs).
• Social network-based communities These groupings help people come into contact with one another and form social ties and networks. Though discussion, support and like-mindedness may result, such communities are generally designed to help people find one another conveniently and easily. Examples: myspace.com, facebook.com, classmates.com, sms.ac (a specifically mobile community).
• Open content communities These communities are dedicated to the proposition that software and technologically generated content and information should be freely accessible to, created by and shared by community members without cost of any kind. Examples include many wikis (software that allows users to collaboratively and freely create and edit web content), livejournal.com, libirvis.com, eclipse.org.
• Trading communities
In these groupings, people are brought together so that a trade of goods or services can take place, which may or may not be for profit. Examples: ebay, freecycle.com.
• Other functional groupings
The bringing together of people to complete tasks or achieve specific functional objectives, such as taking a class, playing a game for fun or money, completing a project, or convening an online consumer panel or focus group. They may or may not coalesce into a true community. Examples: blackboard.com, fantasyfootball.com, zoomerang.com.
Some sociological implications of living in a world of portable communities

Personal availability
There are undeniable pleasures associated with having immediate and constant contact with a world of others that are nearly instantly available. It is, quite simply, rewarding to interact with others with whom we have something in common (Roloff and Solomon, 1989, p.292) . Doing so helps us feel that there are people in the world that are like us and may understand us. It also helps us feel less alone. To have a community of like-minded others available at your disposal, wherever you go, whenever you need it, can be enticing, providing those who need or want such companionship with a continuous source of it. Portable communities can keep people 'plugged in' -almost literally, but also socially and emotionally (see Chayko, 2008) . A person who participates in them can minimize the isolating, perhaps even terrifying, feeling that one is cut off from the rest of the world. They provide a convenient way for those who have access to the technology to remain connected with others. And they can be highly effective. When people feel their strongest need to stay in touch with others, they often use technological rather than face-to-face forms of communication to do so, because for many people, technologies tend to be relatively reliable and accessible and widely available (Flanagin and Metzger, 2001, p.172; see Chayko 2002, p.142) . In many circumstances, members of a mobile community are more easily reached than members of a traditional one (see Boase et al., 2006) . This can have decidedly mixed consequences. It is convenient to be able to share thoughts and coordinate activities at any time -but plans can also now be changed at a moment's notice. The ability to reach others more quickly in an emergency is often touted as a real benefit of mobile technology -but are we now recasting practically every request or desire as an emergency? We can keep in better contact with children, spouses, and co-workers -or unfairly check up on them continuously, depriving them of needed privacy and the space to be themselves, not be found for a little while. We have a world of entertainment, games, and pleasure at our technological disposal -and spam, viruses, and eyes looking over our shoulder while we engage in it. We have an unlimited supply of things to do -but are we becoming unable to handle stillness? People tell us they feel more safe and secure with cell phones and wireless computing at their constant disposal -and more lost than ever when the batteries go dead or they are in an area without a signal or service (see Castells et al., 2004) . As with all modes of social interation, there are both benefits and hazards when mobile technology facilitates the interaction.
Societal cohesion
And what of our societies? Can mobile technology help our societies become stronger, more tightly knit, or is it pulling them apart? According to Durkheim, societal cohesion in modernity develops:
when individuals discover they have interests in common and come together…not only to defend those interests, but also so as to associate with one another and not feel isolated in the midst of their adversaries, so as to enjoy the pleasure of communicating with one other, to feel at one with several others… (1984 [1893] , pp.xlii-xliv) Some believe that the types of connections that emerge in technological use are necessarily weak or less 'real' and consequential than face-to-face relationships, despite a large body of research to the contrary (see Baym, 1995; Reid, 1995; Turkle, 1995; Cerulo and Ruane, 1998; Cerulo et al., 1992; Chayko, 2002; Boase et al., 2006) . But even weak ties can facilitate numerous opportunities for social cohesion. As Granovetter has famously observed, weak ties "are indispensable to individuals' opportunities and to their integration into communities," as opposed to so-called strong ties or close bonds that can breed "local cohesion" and lead to overall societal fragmentation (1973, p.1378 ).
Yet often, social ties made in internet and mobile use are surprisingly strong. In the ways in which people use these technologies -to seek and find information, exchange advice, make decisions -their strength and significance is revealed (Boase et al., 2006) . People use online, mobile technologies to work, play, shop, and socialise -to do the things we recognise as critical to the maintenance of a strong and healthy society. Indeed, technologies complement one another and the face-to-face -internet use often inspires cell phone use which inspires face-to-face meetings, in what can be thought of as an 'overall communication system' (Boase et al., 2006) . Technology, therefore, can link people together in social networks and can help to tie these networks together.
We live in a society in which technological and face-to-face connections are knitted together in an increasingly strong and sturdy social fabric. That said, there are also gaping holes where many social members, due to generational or economic or educational circumstances, cannot and do not fully take part. It will take a comprehensive commitment to bringing these technologies to all populations before the impact of mobile, portable communities can be truly assessed and their benefits truly shared by all.
Risks and dangers
As in all forms of connecting, there are definite dangers in connecting technologically. The computer age is creating a new echelon of elites, based upon technological sophistication, which, of course, correlates with money, status and power. Technological 'have-nots' can not participate in mobile communities nor fairly compete in a marketplace on which they are predicated (e.g., they can not take an online class or access research or information available via mobile technology; their ability to gain assistance or contact a loved one in an emergency may also be diminished). It will become more and more difficult for people without the technology and the skills (and the ability to continually update one's technology and skills) to become fully integrated into a digital society (see Jackson et al., 2004; Hoffman and Novak, 1998) .
The exploitation of the powerless is a real and related concern. Face-to-face accountability does seem to provide a check on certain types of exploitation which can become problematic and even quite dangerous online. This has resulted in sharp increases in such crimes as pedophilia, the marketing of internet pornography to children, and identity theft (Jenkins, 2001; Cassel and Pringle, 2005; Wagner, 2005; Nordland and Bartholet, 2001 ). Individuals and organisations must spend much time and energy managing spam, spyware and viruses which, unchecked, can literally disable entire systems. And personal privacy has clearly been threatened. Private information has never been more easily accessed nor more easily manipulated (see Rosen, 2000) , with electronic surveillance becoming more and more commonplace.
As troubling as these trends are, it is perhaps even more troubling that many individuals remain unaware of some of them, often believing there is little danger to be found or few social risks taken in the use of such technologies. Connecting technologically, it has been found, may seem to many to entail less social and psychological risk than face-to-face connecting (Chayko, 2002, pp.133-135; Coughlin, 2001) . In the emotional, often intimate moments of technological connecting, it is easy to forget that we may be making an easily traceable mark. Others see the risks but believe that the benefits outweigh the drawbacks. And still others worry that face-to-face interaction and community are necessarily threatened.
Are we in danger of becoming a faceless society? Certainly, some people become excessively immersed in online and mobile connecting, and others forego some face-to-face contact and interaction with others in doing so (though it should be remembered that face-to-face activities are not inherently or always satisfying; see Calhoun, 1986; Walther, 1996; Turner et al., 2001) . Anyone who spends significant time engaged with others via a technological device must shift at least some time and effort away from other activities (see Chayko, 2003) . But many of activities displaced by the internet are marginal to face-to-face interaction, including watching television, talking on the telephone, and sleeping (Anderson and Tracey, 2002) . Though some users may become more isolated or socially alienated in the use of technology, research indicates that generally, the opposite is true.
Computer and mobile technologies generally enhance social relations through facilitating contact with others (see Jackson et al., 2004; Boase et al., 2006; Chayko, 2008; Kavanaugh and Patterson, 2002; Hampton and Wellman, 2002; Wagner et al., 2002; Rheingold, 2000; . They tend to be used in tandem to help people remain in contact with their ever-widening social networks, and do not seem to replace, but to supplement and even make possible, face-to-face encounters. Contrary to fears that e-mail would reduce other forms of contact, Boase et al. (2006) 
there is 'media multiplexity': the more contact by e-mail the more phone and in-person contact. As a result, Americans are probably more in contact with members of their communities and social networks than before the advent of the Internet.
Though risks and dangers will always be part of connecting technologically -risks and dangers are found in all forms of interpersonal interaction -it is also instructive to note that the more applications (e-mail, IM, text messaging) and information technologies (cell phone, PDA, wireless internet) individuals use, the more help and assistance they tend to receive when trouble strikes (Boase et al., 2006) .
Harnessing social interaction
Perhaps the most subtle, yet critical, social implication of mobile technology use may be the extent to which we can now harness, control, and shape many more of our social interactions than was once possible (see Chayko, 2005; 2008) . Just as Caller ID allows to pick and choose which phone calls we want to take and which telephone interactions we want to have, mobile technologies allow us to control many aspects of online connecting. Though it resists easy categorisation as 'positive' or 'negative', this phenomenon has a profound impact on our interactional lives, which we are increasingly choosing to experience in set, configured, controllable ways.
First, we can now control whether and when we interact. Mobile connecting permits nearly constant access to at least some other people, and many people arrange things so they know when their friends are technologically available, as opposed going to see them, as they might have had to do in the past. Clearly, users are willing to forego face-to-face pleasures in at least some of their interactions in exchange for the enhanced access and efficiency that are gained. Or perhaps new pleasures are being generated. But whether one interacts, where, when, and for how long have become factors under the control of the individual instead of more frequently out of one's control. For busy people, those who prefer to or are even simply used to interacting in this way (say, younger people, or the terminally shy), this is a valuable, even indispensable aspect of mobile and online connecting (see Chayko, 2002) .
Next, individuals can gain control over the specific medium they use to interact. They can assess which medium they want to use for which types of messages (portable handheld or desktop computer, landline or mobile phone, etc.), using the set of them as a sort of menu from which to choose. This assists them in managing their professional and personal lives and can give them a sense of control over the many, many exchanges that are made in the course of an often overfilled day. People often utilise strategies when deciding which technologies may serve various uses best (Boase et al., 2006; Baym et al., 2004; Cummings et al., 2002; Chayko, 2002) , though these strategies are not always the same from person to person, and some people may be quite unaware of them. They may, for example, use e-mail to plan a time to talk on the phone later that night, or use a cell phone to arrange a last-minute face-to-face get-together. They may prefer to put more (or less) detail into an e-mail, to text-message brief impromptu thoughts, and to use free cell phone minutes at night for lengthy heart-to-heart exchanges. And, of course, the postal system is still very much in business. Using strategies of one type or another helps us assert control over our daily communications.
Finally, in the use of mobile technologies people can gain control over the display and exchange or highly personal aspects of themselves. People often manipulate, disguise and play with identity online (see Turkle, 1997; O'Brien, 1999) . But even in an everyday sense, when major manipulations to one's identity are not on the agenda, the luxury of anonymity and asynchrony can be employed to edit or fix up the self and the interaction so as to fashion a particular identity -funnier, perhaps, more intelligent, even better looking! This can give the individual a sense of identity control that in-person interaction will to some extent deny. Though these manipulations may seem (and be) deceptive and insincere, those who perform them have pointed out that they can help one's inner self be more carefully and authentically presented as well (Reid, 1995; Chayko, 1993; 2008) . And, of course, deception can occur in any social interaction. For some people, anonymity opens up a space for taking control of uncomfortable or difficult face-to-face situations and allows them to alter their responses or aspects of themselves. They may feel this frees them to be more themselves, or perhaps more accurately, to display a side of the self that they would like to explore further (see O'Brien, 1999) , since as Turkle (1997) points out, we are not simple, unitary selves, but complex selves with multiple facets that we 'cycle through'. This is a rich, multi-faceted arena of study, deserving of interdisciplinary attention and research.
Mobile community members generally seem willing to trade certain in-person pleasures (and difficulties) for this perceived sense of freedom and control. As has been discussed, when community becomes a portable thing, we are (theoretically, and increasingly practically) always available; always 'there'. We are never away, 'off the job', truly alone. Private time and space becomes public; indeed, the line between the public and the private becomes further blurred. As individuals and as a society, we become more widely and wirelessly connected. But some are left on the outside looking in; denied full participation in a high-tech world.
Indeed, we see in mobile connectedness the sorts of consequences that accompany any interpersonal association -we will be deceived sometimes, we will be misled; one day we will be feel a charged sense of excitement, the next, we will be hurt and disappointed. As in all interactions we cannot control their content; just something of their structure. We are widening our reach, expanding and better maintaining our social networks, even as we may be becoming gradually, subtly less tolerant of the ordinary, imperfect, unpredictable, uncontrollable face-to-face interaction. The social implications are, literally, limitless. Research must continue to uncover the ways in which mobile technologies colour and influence social interaction, and the dynamics of the super-connected societies that are created.
It is, for sure, a much different world than that which Durkheim inhabited. But social connectedness has always been and will always remain the bedrock, the foundation, of society. This foundation, I have argued, needs to be explicitly and comprehensively conceptualised, and its implications thoughtfully considered, especially as mobile technologies have become so widely used and embraced. We live in a world in which social bonds are most usefully envisioned as sociomental, and community has often become a mobile phenomenon, or, as I think it is most colourfully conceptualised, a portable one.
The implications are numerous and complex. The people in one's community have now become almost continuously available to one another, with both benefits (e.g., increased convenience and comfort) and risks and dangers (e.g., increased surveillance and crime). Overall societal cohesion may be enhanced as people use these technologies to make more (and more varied) connections and to become more fully linked to their social networks, though we must continue to find ways to bring these technologies to those who do not have them. And social interaction itself is undergoing redefinition, as it becomes more controlled and controllable.
Ideally, the definitions and debates encapsulated here will assist those who are doing the important work of exploring and studying these social units and processes. The current rate of technological and social change is unprecedented in human history, and requires the combined efforts of social, information, and computer scientists, and those in other relevant fields, simply to keep pace. Ideally, such efforts -those described in this issue and those still to come -will be shared, pooled, and combined across disciplines, so as to more fully understand life in our ever-shifting, ever-changing, mobile society.
